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This paper examines pastoral conflicts in Dassanech area, Southern Ethiopia, against the 
background of environmental change and food insecurity. The study reveals a relationship 
between environmental stress and the escalation of inter-ethnic pastoral conflicts in the area.
Nevertheless, pastoral conflicts in Dassanech are complex and strongly challenge the idea of 
a direct causal link between concrete environmental factors and specific conflict incidents. 
Socio-cultural and economic factors cause or trigger conflicts independently or in conjunc-
tion with ecological processes. Furthermore, infrastructure and large-scale agricultural deve-
lopment project are likely to influence the social configuration in the Omo River basin and 
therefore, possibly, also local conflict dynamics. The paper argues that local social and cultural 
factors play an important role for conflict action, and that, therefore, the study of resource 
conflicts must not be reduced to economic, agricultural, and ecological aspects.
Zusammenfassung
Das Papier analysiert Konflikte zwischen Gruppen mobiler Tierhalter_innen in Dassanech, 
Südathiopien, im Zusammenhang mit Umweltwandel und Ernährungsunsicherheit. Die Stu-
die verweist auf eine Beziehung zwischen Umweltveränderungen und der Eskalation von 
inter-ethnischen Konflikten im Untersuchungsgebiet. Gleichzeitig betont der Autor, dass 
Intergruppenkonflikte zwischen mobilen Tierhalter_innen komplexe Phänomene sind und 
kein unmittelbarer Kausalzusammenhang zwischen ökologischen Faktoren und Gewalt-
handeln besteht. Gesellschaftlich-kulturelle und ökonomische Faktoren verstärken und ve-
ursachen Konflikte unabhängig von oder in Wechselwirkung mit ökologischen Prozessen. 
Darüber hinaus beeinflussen in der Region Infrastrukturprojekte sowie die Entwicklung 
großflächiger Landwirtschaft die sozialen Bedingungen und infolge möglicherweise auch die 
Konfliktdynamiken. Gebre Yntiso argumentiert, dass lokale soziale und kulturelle Faktoren 
eine bedeutende Rolle für Konflikthandeln spielen und Konflikte um natürliche Ressourcen 
deshalb nicht auf ökonomische und (agrar-)ökologische Aspekte reduziert werden dürfen.
Research for this paper has been conducted within the project „Local conflict dynamics: Environ-
mental change, food crises, and violence in sub-Saharan Africa“ (2010-12). Funding was provi-
ded by the German foundation for peace research (Deutsche Stiftung Friedensforschung - DSF).
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may	be	explained	 in	 terms	of	proximity	 to	 the	Omo	River,	 loss	of	animals	 that	necessitated	




















































three	 specific	 research	 sites,	 located	 far	 apart,	were	 selected	 to	 understand	 the	 dynamics	 of	 inter-
ethnic	conflict	from	different	places.
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the	payment	of	bride-wealth,	servicing	debt,	or	 taking	responsibility	 for	any	wrongdoing.	 In	
addition,	theft	and	other	forms	of	misconduct	may	lead	to	inter-personal	and/or	inter-family	
conflicts.	
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“A	Dassanech	does	not	kill	another	Dassanech	because	it	is	nyogich	 […]	When	we	quarrel,	
sometimes	we	fight	with	sticks.	Killing	your	own	people	even	by	mistake	would	cause	the	

























“We	used	to	 invite	 them	[the	Hamar]	 from	their	homeland	in	Asho.	Our	animals	grazed	















The	main	 sources	 of	 conflict	 between	 the	Dassanech	 and	Hamar	 include	 competition	 over	

















2.2.2 Dassanech vs. Nyangatom
The	Dassanech	and	the	Nyangatom	ethnic	groups	had	been	under	one	administration	for	a	
long	time	(first	as	Geleb	woreda and	later	as	Kuraz woreda).	In	2006,	Kuraz woreda	was	split	into	
Dassanech	and	Nyangatom	woredas	as	part	of	the	restructuring	of	certain	districts	in	different	
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intergovernmental	Conflict Early Warning and Response Mechanism	 (CEWARN)	undertakes	early	
warning	works	through	its	field	reporters,	receives	and	keeps	incident	reports,	and	facilitates	
bilateral	communication	and	border	commission	meetings	on	inter-ethnic	conflict.	The	major	
NGOs	that	used	to	operate	in	Dassanech	include	Mary	Corps,	the	Ethiopian Pastoralist Research 




















2.4 Recent changes in conflict trends





















































Gregorian Ethiopian Cattle Goats Sheep Donkeys Camel
2009/10 2002 224,621 381,427 224,637 13,285 305 844,275
2008/9 2001 226,867 389,055 229,027 22,556 300 867,805
2007/8 2000 280,380 206,185 156,700 41,172 265 684,702
2006/7 1999 270,000 206,000 156,000 40,000 265 672,265
2005/6 1998 219,380 206,185 105,405 14,144 250 545,364



















Windmill Government	 22 0 22
SIM 63 31.5 63 63 capacity	per	unit	=	0.5	ha
Pump Government 51 367 35 15 three	 different	 types	 of	
pumps	 with	 their	 unit	
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As	indicated	in	the	table	below,	in	the	last	five	years	the	size	of	cultivated	land	increased	from	






















2010/11 9,538 6.5 495 115 489 330.66 452.16 10,974.16
2009/10 3,925 25 35 150 12.5 82 257 4,229.5
2008/9 3,776 80.25 1,081 79.88 153 20 180.13 5,190.13
2007/8 - - - 17 - 1 18 18




















3.2 Perception and reality of food security/insecurity
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not	been	enforced	and	nothing	visible	has	been	accomplished	through	the	program.	No	as-
















households	 are	 considered	 food	 secure	 and	 denied	 access	 to	 emergency	 aid,	 although	 this	
caused	resentment	on	the	part	of	some	members	of	the	community.	From	interviews	with	key	
informants	it	became	evident	that	those	who	receive	aid	share	with	those	who	do	not.	

























3.2.3 Trends in food security/insecurity
It	is	difficult	to	predict	food	security/insecurity	in	Dassanech	in	the	future.	However,	from	the	
























who	 knew	 about	 the	 dams	 and	 sugar	 project	 expressed	worries	 that	 the	 new	developments	
may	disrupt	their	livelihoods	and	exacerbate	inter-ethnic	conflicts.	Local	officials,	development	
12		http://www.tullowoil.com/index.asp?pageid=429
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workers,	and	some	Dassanech	viewed	the	planned	grand	projects	as	representing	a	great	deve-
lopment	opportunity	for	the	area	at	large.	













Despite	 the	 initial	 tolerance	 stance	 of	 the	Dassanech,	 tension	 and	 conflict	 between	 the	 two	
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4. Conflict Management/Resolution in Dassanech  
4.1 Coping with conflicts































and	 the	Dassanech	negotiators	 expressed	 readiness	 to	 respect	 the	 terms	of	 the	 agreements.	
Given	the	history	of	repeated	failed	peace	deals	at	the	local,	district,	and	border	commission	
levels,	the	Dassanech	are	not	optimistic	that	the	usual	style	of	peace	negotiations	would	make	
any	difference.	Hence,	 the	belief	 in	 self-defense	 and	 violent	 retribution	 as	having	deterrent	
effects	is	very	strong.	















Research Report Series • No. 1 • September 2012  |  27
believed	to	control	the	fertility	of	both	humans	and	animals.	The	last arra ceremony	was	held	
some	30	years	ago	in	Selegn	village,	Shiir	section.
Although	 any	Dassanech	 could	 participate	 in	 the	arra	 inauguration	 ceremony,	 the	 rights	 to	
make	decisions	are	reserved	to	certain	members	of	the	senior	generation-set	known	for	their	
wisdom,	fairness,	and	rich	life	experiences.	There	exists	a	hierarchy	of	power	structure	within				


















married	couples,	co-wives,	 siblings,	and	other	 family	members	may	be	resolved	 through	the	




















































imposition	 and	 against	 the	 arguments	of	 the	woreda	 officials.	Except	 in	 follow-up	meetings	
(often	designed	to	ensure	the	implementation	of	earlier	bilateral	decisions),	representatives	of	












on	 the	scarce	and	 fast-depleting	pasture	and	water	 resources	undoubtedly	escalated	compe-
tition	and	the	subsequent	resource-related	conflicts.	Nevertheless,	the	complexity	of	pastoral	
conflicts	in	Dassanech	poses	tremendous	challenge	in	establishing	direct	causal	links	between	







































project in the area. 





























































	 (South	Western	 Ethiopia):	 Political	 and	 cultural	 contact,	 1941-1974.	 Unpublished	MA	
thesis,	Department	of	History,	Addis	Ababa	University.
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Interviews and Focus Group Discussions
Date Location Interview/Focus Group Discussion With
02 June 2011 Jinka Official, Representative of Zonal Administration
05 June 2011 Jinka Official, Representative of the Office of Agriculture
06 June 2011 Jinka Expert, Livestock Unit, the Office of Agriculture 
08 June 2011 Jinka Expert, Crop Production Unit, the Office of Agri 
09 June 2011 Jinka Expert, Safety-net and Food Security Unit
10 July 2011 Omorate a pastoral, a former member of the Parliament 
10 July 2011 Omorate a pastoral by from Hadho
11 July 2011 Omorate Official, Representative of Dassanech Woreda
11 July 2011 Omorate Official, Representative of the Office of Agriculture
12 July 2011 Omorate 2 Expert, Safety-net and Emergency Aid, Unit
12 July 2011 Omorate a pastoral, a former member of the Parliament
13 July 2011 Rate 2 elderly pastorals, members of senior generation-set 
13 July 2011 Rate 2 pastoral women 
14 July 2011 Rate FGD with elderly men, women, and youth
15 July 2011 Omorate Official, Representative of Women‘s Affairs
15 July 2011 Omorate a pastoral woman from Koro
15 July 2011 Omorate Expert, Crop Production Unit
16 July 2011 Koro FGD with elderly men including senior generation-set
16 July 2011 Koro FGD with adult women
17 July 2011 Koro FGD with youth
17 July 2011 Koro a youth herder 
18 July 2011 Koro a young pastoral woman
18 July 2011 Koro an elderly man
19 July 2011 Hadho FGD with elderly men and boys
19 July 2011 Hadho an elderly man, member of the senior generation-set
19 July 2011 Hadho two pastoral school boys
20 July 2011 Omorate Expert, Water Development Unit
20 July 2011 Omorate Expert, Crop Production Unit
21 July 2011 Omorate Official, Representative of Dassanech Woreda
23 July 2011 Addis Ababa Official, Representative of the SNNPR
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